Abstract
INTRODUCTION
Tourism is an economic category of the service sector to which many hopes have been made in the last twenty years all over the world, knowing its ability to effectively contribute to employment, to increasing national income, balancing the balance of payments. Especially in countries with emerging economies, and especially in the post-industrial phase, tourism has been considered as a major driver of economic growth and prosperity, with valences in reducing poverty and regional disparities (Neacșu et al., 2011) . Tourism is an economic sector with long-term growth prospects, tourism resources are practically inexhaustible (Hontuş, 2012) . Tourism has an important role transforming rural communities in their environmental, economic, social and cultural structures, processes and dynamics (Gavrilă et al., 2015) . For these reasons, the development of rural tourism and agrotourism has been promoted within the EU member states rural development strategies (Aytuğa, Mikaeili, 2017) . Thus, the development of infrastructure and agrotourism activities becomes an important component of the rural development strategies implemented in Romania since 2000. Romania has the potential to become a touristic destination throughout the year, if all the opportunities offered by sites of natural and cultural heritage are understood and maximized. Tourists are attracted to rural areas by their distinctive social and cultural heritage landscape qualities (Gavrilă et al., 2015) , and, in Romania, tourism can be a country-wide industry with the potential for development, entrepreneurship and employment (Jelev, 2012) . In the post-communist period, the economic restructuring had significantly depressed tourism, with the accommodation sector also declining (Light, Dumbrăveanu, 1999) . Although the immediate future prospects for Romania were not encouraging, this all change soon, as the tourism should be in trend with the tourist's needs and wishes, determining a growth within this sector, this being determinated by all the improvement in the products and in the services that were offered (Cosma et al., 2014) . According to the WTTC report (2017), the total contribution of tourism and travel to the Romanian GDP, including the broader investment effects, supply chain and the impact of induced incomes, amounted to 9.7 billion $, accounting for 5.2% of GDP. Rural and agrotourism have not only economic implications but they have also a particularly positive effect on local people, including the creation of new employment opportunities and the expansion of the market for small farmers (Cândea, 2004) . These forms of tourism also influences the social, cultural and environmental aspects, with specialists in the field indicating that changes may occur in the local people's values, either in the lifestyle or in the community structure (Avram, Bălan, 2015) . Tourist demand for visiting rural areas is growing regularly for villages with a heritage rich in resources and traditions, which leads to the maintenance of local trade and services. In most countries around the world, agrotourism is in an uptrend (Smedescu, Drăghici, 2013) . Although rural tourism is currently expanding, the accurate assessment of the tourist flow in this industry is quite difficult (Niță I., Niță C., 2008). In this context, the paper investigated the main offer and demand indicators in agrotourist pensions in Romania tourism during the period 2000-2016, using the empirical data provided by the National Institute of Statistics. Important aspects such as number of agrotourist boarding houses, installed tourist accommodation capacity, effective (in function) tourist accommodation capacity, tourists arrivals in agrotourist boarding houses, overnight stays in agrotourist boarding houses, and the index on the use of the tourist accommodation capacity in agro tourist boarding houses have been analysed at the regional level. The paper aims to deliver insights on how this form of tourism has evolved at a regional level over the past 20 years in terms of demand and supply, but also related to the relationship between these two sides of the tourist market. Possible changes in the hierarchy of the tourists' preferred destinations in recent years and the dynamization of this activity in new rural areas, other than traditional ones are also being pursued.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
The analysis of the present study was a quantitative one, on the time series 2000-2016, based on the data provided by the National Institute of Statistics, Tempo-Online. The system of specific indicators was used in measuring and evaluating the activity of the agrotourism sector, as follows: -tourist offer: the number of agritouristic boarding houses, the existing accommodation capacity; accommodation capacity in operation at agritouristic boarding houses; the average size of agrotouristic pensions; growth indices in base 100, at the total country and development regions between 2000-2016.
-tourist demand: tourists arrivals in agro-tourist boarding houses, overnight stays in agrotourist boarding houses, and the index on the use of the tourist accommodation capacity (IUCA) in agrotourist boarding houses, at the total country and development regions between 2000-2016. For each of the variables analyzed, the fixed base growth index was calculated to capture the evolution over the analyzed period:
Index of net using the touristic accommodation capacity in function, is calculated by reporting the number of overnight stays in the tourist accommodation capacity in function, during the respective period. The existing touristic accommodation capacity in function, represents the number of accommodation places available for the tourists, by the tourist accommodations structures, taking into account the number of days when the units are opened, in the considered period, expressed in places/days.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
In Romania, the whole process of transition to the market economy has made tourism the most sensitive to the economic and social sector, stimulating the phenomenon both in case of demand, due to its elasticity, as well as in the offer of Romanian tourist products. The analysis of the agrotourist offer from the perspective of the number of agrotourist pensions shows an increase of more than 5 times the number of pensions at the country level during the analysed period (Table 1) . Strong growth, well above the national average, is recorded in the Southwest, West, Northwest regions. More moderate increases occur in the North and South areas and increases below the national average are recorded in the Central and South East regions. The Central Region, although with a slower growth rate in the analysed period compared to the other regions, continues to hold the largest number of tourists in the country (41% of the total), down from the share held in 2000 (60%). This shows an expansion of investments in agrotourist capacities outside the established basins, an attempt to enter the tourist circuit and the development of this activity in other areas. However, 71% of the number of agrotourist hostels operate in 2016 in the Central-Nordic regions of the country (NV, Center and NE). This shows, on the one hand, the growing interest of tourists in culture, traditions and habits and the tourist attractions and landscapes in these areas, the potential of the development of the private environment, as well as the important role of the public -private partnerships, very dynamic in these areas in promoting these tourist activities. 2007 -2014 and NRDP 2014 -2020 , financed by the EAFRD, could be accessed. From 2012 to 2016, the trend is an upward one, the growth being constant, with 2,028 agrotourist units in 2016. The increase in this period was not as significant as in the first years of the time series, although at national level, projects have been carried out in support of rural tourism. The explanation is that some of these projects aimed at expanding and upgrading already existing capacities. Another reference year for the series of analyzed data is 2011, in which was registered the lowest level of number of agrotourist hostels in Romania. The fact that the total number of units of this type is lower than the one in 2007 requires an explanation. One of the legislative measures that led to the decrease in the number of agrotourist pensions was the entry into force of Order no. 1051 in March 3, 2011 for the approval of the Methodological Norms regarding the issuance of classification certificates, licenses and tourism certificates, which has made many of the existing pensions no longer able to fulfill the conditions and criteria for receiving the classification certificate. Other factors that can be accounted for generating this fall can be: the degradation of the national transport infrastructure and the lack of qualified personnel in this sector. The dynamics of accommodation capacity also shows an upward trend in the analyzed time series, the number of accommodation being about 5 times higher in 2007 and about 10 times higher in 2016 compared to 2000. The highest share of accommodation places in agrotouristic pensions is also found in the Center Region (39%). This region together with the North-West Region, the North-East Region accounted for 71% of the number of accommodation places in the Romanian agrotourism hostels. This reinforces the dominant opposition held by these areas since 2000 (69%). At a very high growth rate, the South-West Oltenia and West regions increase their share of accommodation capacity (to 5.62% and 8.23%) to the detriment of SE and S regions. The growth rate of the accommodation capacity is higher than the growth rate of the boarding houses number, which suggests the existence of actions for modernization and extension of the existing reception units and the increase of their size. Figure 2 . The evolution of the tourist accommodation capacity existing in the agrotourist pensions at regional level compared to the average number of the tourist accommodation capacity existing in the agrotourist pensions. Source: Own determination.
The evolution of the average size of the agrotouristic pensions in Romania during the period 2000-2016 (Table 3) shows that the development of accommodation capacity takes place both through the emergence of new agrotourist hostels and also by increasing their average size. Thus, with the exception of the S-E region, where the average size of the tourist units remains constant, in all other regions we are witnessing the doubling of the average size of the pensions during the analyzed period. The economic and social changes that took place after 2000 were also reflected in the increase in the number of arrivals in agrotouristic pensions. The main destination is the tourist areas in the Central Region, with the highest number of people arriving in the agrotourist hostels (38%). The region remains among the preferences of tourists, which can be due to the intense action by both private actors and public authorities to support the preservation and promotion of the cultural heritage of the rural areas of this region. Thus, according to the 2014-2020 Center Region Development Plan, the rural area is an asset of tourism development. The villages in the central part of the country, through the socio-historical conditions in which it has developed over the centuries, represents a space in which the Romanian spirituality interfered with that of the Hungarian and German communities, creating the existing originality. The traditional occupations of the inhabitants, the traditions, the well preserved architectural and clothing style, the special natural environment have been the premises of the spectacular development of rural tourism and agrotourism in recent years. The areas with the most developed agrotourism in the Center Region are: Bran -Moeciu, Fundata, Mărginimea Sibiului, Corund, Rimetea, Arieş Valley, Săcele area, Intorsura Buzăului. The North-West Region, the North-East Region and the Central Region keep their dominant share in the number of arrivals in agrotourist pensions during the analyzed period (72% in 2000 and 74% in 2016, Figure 3 ) and the West Region records the higher growth rate of tourist arrivals in agrotourist pensions, 4 times higher than the average country rate. The growth rate for overnight stays in tourist boarding houses during 2000 -2016 is much higher than the growth average recorded at the level of the other accommodation units, which leads to an increase of the market segment for over 17 times (Table 5) . in the agrotourist hostels are dominant during the analyzed period (about 90% of the total) and from the low number of foreign tourists attracted by the Romanian agrotourism, over 55% prefer the Region Center (Table 6) . It is interesting to see the evolution of this indicator in the S-E region where it is reduced almost 8 times. The S-E and S regions lose their attractiveness throughout the period and the causes of this decline can be found in the lack of promotion and adaptation of agrotourism services to the new requirements of tourists, the identification of agrotourism with mountain areas within the perception of tourists, the inconsistency of recordings etc. A careful monitoring of these causes is necessary, given that the region covers one of the most important and attractive tourist resources of Romania: the Danube Delta. The index of accommodation capacity utilization in all reception facilities declines slightly over the analyzed period from 35.2% to 30.5%, which is shown by the slightly higher growth rate of reception capacity compared to overnight stays (Table 7) . In rural tourism, this index is still twice as low, though steadily increasing between 2009 and 2016 (from 14.2% to 15.5%). Its slightly higher values record in S-V and V regions (Table 8) . If constant financial efforts were made during the analyzed period for the development of the capacity of the tourist boarding houses, for the increase of the capacity utilization, promotion actions, the quality improvement and the diversification of the tourist services are necessary in order to attract a high number of tourists. As with overnight stays, some inconsistencies in the recording and monitoring of data cannot be definitively excluded. Detailed qualitative analysis is required.
CONCLUSIONS
The total number of agrotourist hostels in Romania increases more than 5 times during the analyzed period. The strong growth rates registered in the South-West, West, North-West regions are not enough to reduce the strong differences in the agrotouristic infrastructure between the regions. More than 70% of the number of agrotourist hostels in Romania are concentrated in the Central-Nordic regions of the country (N-V, Center and N-E). The accommodation capacity in agrotourist pensions also increases with a growth rate higher than the one recorded in the number of hostels, which suggests the existence of actions for modernization and extension of the existing reception units and the increase of their size. The same process of concentration in the Central-Nordic regions of the country (N-V, Center and N-E) is also visible from the perspective of the number of accommodation places. With the exception of the S-E region where the average size of the tourist units remains constant, in all other regions we are witnessing the doubling of the average size of the pensions during the analyzed period. The attractiveness of this form of tourism among tourists increases, an increase of almost 30 times in the number of arrivals is registred during the analyzed period in the tourist pensions. The Central Region remains the favorite destination for tourists. The growth rate of overnight stays in tourist hostels is much higher than the growth average recorded in other accommodation units, leading to an increase in the market segment of this form of tourism. If constant financial efforts were made during the analyzed period for the development of the capacity of the tourist boarding houses, for the increase of the capacity utilization, promotion actions, the quality improvement and the diversification of the tourist services are necessary in order to attract a high number of tourists.
